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prologue 


The sun was starting to dip behind the trees, a romantic vision for the travelling company. Sunset approaching, 
it burned at the leaves, turning them into various brilliant shades of green, helping to illuminate the forest 
floor. The lone guard riding with them hardly looked concerned and the man at the reins was more concerned 


that his flask would jostle and spill, perched beside him on the seat they shared. 


"Is so beautiful” She didn't want to take her sight off of the flowers and trees, unlike anything she had ever 
seen before, but her companions were silent, and she wanted to hear their voices. "What do you think?" she 


asked, squeezing the hand that held hers, both resting on her thigh. 


He woke up a little, the quiet and the gentle motions of the carriage having lulled him to sleep. "It's always a 


pleasure to see something new," he replied, pulling himself up straight to look outside his own window. 


"For a few days, then we'll have to head home,” she added, glancing wistfully out to a particularly beautiful 


bush, not so much green as it was predominantly adorned with soft rich petals. 


"It will be nice to have a proper bed to sleep in for the night though," he remarked, all too aware of the 
bumps of the road knocking him through to his backside. 


"We'll be there soon enough." 
"One would hope." 


Tearing her gaze away, she looked across to the other bench. "Our travels have been unhindered for the past 


few days. We have only a little longer, we'll arrive there safely." 


"We're still deep in the forest." Blue eyes closed, knowing his disapproval wasn't appreciated by either face 
watching him. "As soon as the sun sets, it will be pitch dark" 


"We'll light our torches," he interjected, though judging by the way his eyelids started to droop, he would have 


welcomed night as a chance to sleep more. "We'll still be able to ride to the castle." 


"We should have left the Inn sooner," he murmured, leaning forward to resume watching the surroundings, but 


unlike the lady in their company, he was looking past the trees and flowers. 

"Do you see something?" she asked, glad to have a chance to take another peek. 

"No," he replied, voice calm, unreflecting of the true relief he felt. 

"Good" With no need for alarm, she settled back into her seat, face turned towards the outside world, admiring 
the scenery for as long as the light would allow her. Unlike her beliefs, the road through the forest took 
longer to navigate, no help by the torches. 

"| don't suppose there are any more Inns, or homes, that we might come across?" she asked, glancing to both 


men, lines starting to creep their way to around her eyes. There was no point in straining any further to the 


shadows outside, but she had learned that lesson too late. 


"There might be, but they would be off this path, and we'd be deviating too far. We're best to keep going to 


the castle," he explained, having given up on sleeping, instead trying to calm her down, 

Cursing lightly under her breath, she pursed her lips. "And they are expecting us for tonight, yes?" 

"l'm afraid so." He hadn't given up on watching the forest, unconcerned for his own appearance. 

"I'm sorry Charles," she sighed, fingers playing with her dress. 

"It will be fine, love." Pressing a kiss to her hair, he traced her ring, which helped to ease her fidgeting. 

It was soon her turn to fall asleep, attempts at conversation given up. Curling his arm around her shoulders, 


he brought her into a more comfortable position, his shoulder her pillow. The only talk that was going on was 
the faint stirrings of insects and animals outside, unimportant to them. All they heard was the soft clop of 


hoofs on grass and dirt, horse and carriage forging forward, but even that ceased without warning. 


They jerked to a stop, wheels wobbling a little from the movement. Charles was in the process of lifting his 
sleeping lady up off of him, but the other man stayed him with a gesture of his hand. "I will see what has 
happened." 


"You said it yourself, it's pitch dark out there," Charles argued, still setting her back on the seat properly, 


moving towards the door behind him. "Four pairs of eyes will see better than three.’ 
"You should stay inside and take care of your wife," he insisted, voice firm despite the whisper he spoke in. 


"Nonsense. We need to get to the castle, and if something is wrong, we need to fix it fast to be on our way." 
No sooner had he said that, the cold night air hitting his face, did he register a second breeze, seemingly 
affecting the air in a louder manner. By the time his eyes had adjusted to the dark, it was too late to move 
out of the way from the arrow that pierced him, throat to tonsils. 


He didn't have a chance to shout out a warning, though the guard was already aware of it, once he saw the 


second arrow, sticking out of his Lord's neck, the first one buried in the driver's chest. "Get the Lady to 
safety!" 


"What's that?" she mumbled sleepily, blinking before stretching. A chorus of a war-cry, loud and piercing 
despite the lack of unity, woke her abruptly, dropping to the floor with her hands above her head, but upon 
seeing her husband already there, she nearly shrieked. "Charles! What - why are we under attack?" 


Eyes flashing in all directions, taking in the cloaked men descending upon them, he hesitated only a second 
before flinging his hands into Charles‘ travelling robe, searching frantically for what he knew was inside. Luckily 
it took no time to find the string-drawn pouch, which he thrust into the lady's hands. "Quick, secure that in 


your robes, we need to run” 
"Where will we go?" She tossed them into the first pocket of hers she found, picking herself up from the floor. 


"To where we're supposed to go, the castle!" He grabbed her hand, pulling her out of the carriage, but 

unfortunately he was jumped from behind. She fell face first to the dirt, hands nearly stepped on as her 
companion scuffled with his attacker. Luckily her hands were fast, not only to save themselves, but to pull the 
dagger out of his scabbard. She pushed it towards his hand, which he recognised as being more useful than his 
hand trying to pull away the arm that was bearing down on his throat. 


A yelp later and the arm was gone, leaving him gasping and coughing, but otherwise free and breathing. "We 
need to get going now!" he instructed, taking a hold of her arm again before trying to make a run for it. 


She held her ground, the manic sound of fighting not convincing her to flee. "They have William! We need to 
help him, and my belongings-" 


"They are unimportant, and he can distract them! We have what we need, we need to leave," he insisted. He 
tried taking another step forward, but with her holding her ground, it gave an archer another opportunity to 
fire upon them. He pulled her towards him, just in time for the arrow to hit the carriage, right behind where 


her head had been. 


| can't leave Charles here!" she wailed, trying to move back to the carriage. Another man lunged at them, but 
rather than targeting him, he went for her. He yanked him back by his shirt, his other hand punching him to 


the nose. 


"You have tol" He'd worry about arguing with his employer later, but there were more important things to 
worry about. A broken nose meant that their attacker couldn't breathe too well, but his hands and arms stil 
functioned all too easily. Grabbing his sword, he lunged forward, slashing at their arms in a broad stroke. He let 
go of her arm, not wanting to see her injured, moving his own arm a little too slowly to avoid the blade going 
through fabric and skin. He grabbed the hilt, combining both of their efforts to stab the blade into the ground. 
With the distraction, he drove his elbow into his stomach, ignoring the throbbing in his arm. 


Latching onto her arm again he dragged them down the road, dodging blades and running in favour of fighting. 
It seemed to work to their advantage, letting them get out with any further injuries. She was cooperating now, 
realising the urgency of their situation, and taking the lead when he bit back a yell, managing a grunt as an 


arrow pierced through his upper arm. 


She pulled them into the woods, where their attackers had come from. The archer had one last chance to take 


them out, but his arrow flew wild as one of his own companions struck him upside the head. 
"We don't need her!" the taller man scolded, glowering down to the archer. 
"He attacked us!" he argued, which the man with the bloody nose nodded in agreement to. 


"They aren't of concern to us," another man explained as the guard bit back his death cry, sword soundlessly 
pulled out from deep in his belly. "The Lord is still here, he has the jewels." 


"He had the jewels," another corrected, shaking his head as he straightened up. His hands held up the cloak that 


the traveller had been wearing, which the previous man took, inspecting all of its pockets. 


"Perhaps he packed them with his belongings," someone else suggested, gesturing up with his chin to the top of 


the carriage, several items covered up with a blanket to shield them from the elements. 


The ropes tying down the blanket to the carriage were hacked down. Two men climbed up onto the driver's 
perch, then to hood. Only one of them was particularly interested in tossing the blanket down, the other taking 
a gulp from the now owrerless flask The drink was passed around the gathering as they peered up to the 
belongings revealed a top. The two pieces of luggage were tossed down, but a third remained on the carriage, 


left alone as it was starting to make noises. "What is in there?" 


‘It. sounds like an animal." A second blanket was on top of it, which the man took off. A loud squawk threw him 
off balance, toppling backwards, off and to the dirt. His foot struck the object, which shot out in the opposite 
direction, hitting the ground at the same time as he did. 

The fall broke the container, the blanket underneath it not hindering the giant bird who escaped with a happy 
cry. Several of the men jumped back in alarm, weapons instinctively rising though with an order they lowered 
them. 

‘Its a falcon!" 

Its probably going after the Lady and her servant. If we follow the falcon, we can find them and-" 

‘Its been in his cage the whole night, most likely the whole day. Its going out to hunt for its dinner.” 

"But what if we don't find the jewels?" 


"They may have taken off with them" 


The shortest men of the gathering was rubbing his jaw, eyeing the luggage and the direction that the arrow 
had took, no longer wobbling in the tree trunk it struck. "I will decide on that later." 


The final word given, they turned their attention on the luggage. 


